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A year ago, on March 23, 1999, Paraguayan Vice President Luis Maria Argana was gunned down on
the streets of Asuncion. In the chaotic week that followed, President Raul Cubas Grau resigned and
went into exile, as did his mentor Gen. Lino Cesar Oviedo. Luis Gonzalez Macchi, then president of
the Senate, assumed the presidency March 28, 1999 (see NotiSur, 1999-03-26, 1999-04-09).
Although the investigation into Argana's assassination is still in process, observers say some positive
changes have taken place as Paraguay struggles to find democracy. "For the first time in the entire
democratic transition [begun in 1989], a year ago any military threat to the transition disappeared,"
said sociologist and military expert Carlos Martini.
"And, for the first time in the history of the country, a citizens' protest forced a change of
government." Although events last year raised expectations that the country would begin real
democratization, the administration of Gonzalez Macchi has shown alarming weakness and little
ability to make the necessary political reforms.
When Gonzalez Macchi took office, he had the solid backing of his Partido Colorado (Asociacion
Nacional Republicana, ANR), and he formed a National Unity Government with the two principal
opposition parties, the Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA) and the Partido Encuentro
Nacional (PEN). But last February the PLRA withdrew from the coalition and resumed its opposition
stance (see NotiSur, 2000-02-18).
Gonzalez Macchi's unfulfilled promises to end corruption, impunity, and violence have caused
growing public discontent. In addition, the judiciary has continued to lose respect, and the Congress
has become increasingly divided, with no faction strong enough to pass important and needed
legislation.

Public anger marks anniversary
Since last year, Paraguayans have become more critical of the government. "Citizens have changed
tremendously, but the government that took over did not take into account what happened [last
March]," said Jesuit Francisco Oliva. "They have continued to act like those before." Protests began
two weeks ago when about 30,000 campesinos marched in Asuncion to demand that the government
keep its promise to improve their access to credit and technical assistance.
The powerful Catholic Church joined critics when Jorge Livieres Banks, head of Paraguay's bishops'
conference (Conferencia Episcopal Paraguaya, CEP) and bishop of Encarnacion, said church
authorities want "an in-depth review of the plans, actions, and resources of the state to reactivate the
economy," as well as a concerted effort to end corruption.
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Oliva's network of democracy advocates organized a March 24 commemoration for the seven
students slain during last year's protests. About 25,000 people, under the banner "Citizen Power,"
gathered in front of the Congress, where speakers decried the country's "lack of government" and
demanded an end to impunity and corruption.
During the program, Gonzalez Macchi unexpectedly appeared. The crowd shouted for the president
to leave and began throwing sticks and rocks. Gonzalez Macchi responded, shouting, "This plaza is
also mine, I have a right to be here. and I have a right to express my feelings the same as you. Last
March, I was here fighting for democracy along with my wife and children. Just like you, I want a
better country in which to live."
Before the president left, Oliva, speaking for the protesters, told him they want the government
to fulfill the commitments made to campesinos and workers. "Don't keep deceiving the people
with promises that are not going to be met," said the priest. "We want real reform of the state
independent from electoral and party interests."
The response of the crowd to Gonzalez Macchi increased US concerns that Paraguay is on the verge
of political chaos. Gonzalez Macchi dismissed the concerns, saying Paraguay has little in common
with Ecuador, where public protests forced a change in government in January. "Here those things
are not happening," he said.
But the lack of response to public dissatisfaction has increased people's skepticism and opposition.
In a national poll conducted by First Analisis for Channel 4 Telefuturo and the newspaper ABC
Color, 74% of respondents said they were not happy with the government, while 53.7% said that
the winner of the August vice presidential elections should take over the presidency. Only 1% of
respondents rated the national situation as good.

Protests by farmers continue
On March 27, campesinos and workers held a new protest in front of Congress to demand "integral"
agrarian reform and the suspension of planned privatizations. The protest was organized by the
Mesa Coordinadora de Organizaciones Campesinas (MCNOC) and the Frente Sindical y Social,
which includes public-employees unions. At least two protesters were seriously injured and another
dozen hurt during the protests. "Police clashed with our people in Santa Rosa [340 km] northeast of
Asuncion, and we can confirm two people seriously injured and 40 others hurt," said union leader
Tomas Zayas.
One of the injured was shot in the head when police tried to clear the 15,000 protesters from the
international highway where they were marching to Asuncion. Gonzalez Macchi two weeks ago
promised US$230 million in state aid to farmers over the next three years. But protesters said they
want agrarian reform and state subsidies as well as a minimum price for cotton, something the
government has not been prepared to grant.
After the violent repression of the demonstration, negotiators for the MCNOC and FSS temporarily
suspended talks with the government. Organization leaders called for Interior Minister Walter
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Bower to resign, since they blamed him for the police actions and the deaths of four campesinos in
the past year.
On March 28, the government announced it had reached an agreement with the protesters. "The
deal has finally been completed," said Zayas. "The government committed to free up US$12.5
million in investments and follow through on other programs to reinforce the agricultural sector."
Of the US$12.5 million, US$6 million will go for food aid to 30,000 families during the coming year
and US$2.5 million will be used to purchase farm land, he said.
Government ministers also agreed to grant landless campesinos titles to 170,000 hectares throughout
Paraguay that they have been occupying. Protest leaders estimated the aid package would total US
$62 million by 2003. Argana's son aspires to vice presidency
Meanwhile, failure to bring Argana's killers to justice remains a public irritant.The investigation has
advanced at a snail's pace, partly because of the powerful interests of the various political players.
The legal process has now focused on three suspects, one in jail in Paraguay and the other two in
Argentina, awaiting extradition.
Argana's driver said, after the arrest of the two men in Argentina, that he saw them kill the vice
president and one of his bodyguards. The three are accused of being the material authors of the
crime, while the judges and the National Police seem to have no doubt that the intellectual authors
are Oviedo, former deputy Conrado Pappalardo, and their cohorts.
Argana's son, Felix Argana, is a favorite in the April 9 Partido Colorado primary to select a vice
presidential candidate for the August election. He is touted as able to keep the military in its
barracks and Oviedo out of power. But little is known about the architect and Asuncion mayor's
political skills, which he says he learned as his father's aide.
"Politics is under our skin," he said. His brother Nelson is defense minister and brother Jesus is
private secretary to Gonzalez Macchi. "Following so closely in my father's political footsteps, his
political accomplishments, one can't help but learn something," he said. "At least, we have good
intentions."
Argana wants the office changed so that the vice president is president of the legislature, as in
Argentina. He also wants to hold all elections on the same day, saying the present staggered
elections drain government resources and divert attention from economic and social issues. "The
economy has deteriorated, social problems have grown," Argana said. "Ask any Paraguayan,
and they will respond the same." [Sources: The Miami Herald, 03/23/00, 03/25/00; CNN, 03/25/00;
Spanish news service EFE, 03/22/00, 03/25-28/00; Notimex, 03/23/00, 03/28/00; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 03/28/00; Reuters, 03/27-29/00; ABC Color (Paraguay), 03/29/00]
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